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MULTICASTING DATA 
BACKGROUND 

This invention relates to multicasting data. 
Multicasting allows a data source to transmit a packet or 
5 a stream of data across a network such as the Internet to a 
multicast group regardless of the number of recipients 
included in the multicast group. Routers capable of handling 
multicast traffic can replicate and forward the packet or 
stream as necessary to accommodate any number of recipients in 

10 the multicast group. 

Clients, e.g., mobile or stationary computers, personal 
digital assistants, telephones, pagers, and other devices 
capable of communicating with the network, and the routers can 
use an Internet Gateway Management Protocol (IGMP) to 

15 dynamically create the multicast group. The routers deliver 
multicast data to members of the dynamically produced 
multicast group using a multicast routing protocol such as 
distance vector multicast routing protocol (DVMRP) , multicast 
extensions to open shortest path first (MOSPF) , and/or 

20 protocol independent multicast (PIM) . 

The multicast routing protocol establishes a distribution 
tree for the multicast data where the data is transmitted 
along "branches" of the tree through the network to the tree 
"leaves," the members of the multicast group. As clients join 

25 the multicast group, the tree can "grow" more branches to 
reach the new members. Similarly, as clients leave the 
multicast group, branches can be "pruned" from the tree to 
prevent the multicast data from unnecessarily traveling 
through the network. 
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SUMMARY 

According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
method includes multicasting data to at least one line card 
configured to attach to a router and storing state information 
associated with the data as a default state at each line card 
the data was multicast to. 

According to another aspect of the present invention, an 
router includes a line card configured to store state 
information for multicast data as a default state, and a 
central controller unit configured to attach to the line card 
and configured to receive a packet included in the multicast 
data and to determine from the packet where to route the 
multicast data. 

According to another aspect of the present invention, a 
method includes receiving multicast data including unknown 
state information and storing the multicast data with default 
state information. The method performs a reverse path 
forwarding check on the multicast data and verifies that the 
multicast data was received at a proper interface. The method 
also determines a multicast group associated with the 
multicast data and routes the multicast data to the multicast 
group. 

According to another aspect of the present invention, a 
method includes installing a default state associated with 
multicast data in a data path of a line card and broadcasting 
the multicast data from the line card to all other line cards 
that the line card is configured to communicate with. The 
multicast data is sent from the data path to a control path of 
the line card. At the control path, a route is computed for 
the multicast data and the computed route is sent from the 
control path to the data path. The line cards not included in 
the computed route are designated as not to be broadcast 
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multicast data received at the data path subsequent to the 
multicast data and having the same state information as the 
multicast data. 

One or more of the following advantages may be provided 
5 by one or more aspects of the invention. 

Currently, routing protocols such as DVMRP, MOSPF, and 
PIM-DM (PIM dense mode) do not define default source-group 
states, e.g., (*,*) and (*,G). When a router receives a 
multicast packet or packets from an unknown source and/or to 

10 an unknown multicast group, the router sends the multicast 
data to the control path of the router's processing unit, 
e.g., a central controller or processor. The processing unit 
evaluates the data to determine where to route the packet (s) 
and sends the determined state (s) for storage. This 

15 evaluation and storage is a potentially time-consuming and 

resource-consuming process. Further, the packet (s) may end up 
being dropped by the router and therefore not be forwarded to 
any of the router's ports (excluding the port the packet (s) 
arrived at) . 

20 By allowing the router to assign a default state to an 

unknown source and/or an unknown group of incoming multicast 
data, the router can minimize multicast data loss and buffer 
resource utilization in the control path. Multicast data 
having an unknown source and/or an unknown group is not always 

25 sent to the control path; the data path can be relied upon. 

The control path only accepts the first copy of the multicast 
data having the unknown source and/or the unknown group and 
drops any subsequent copies. When the router receives a 
multicast packet or packets from an unknown source and/or to 

30 an unknown multicast group, the router can assign a default or 
wild card state to the unknown (s) and forward the multicast 
data to the router's ports (excluding the port the packet (s) 
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arrived on) . A multicast packet included in the incoming data 
can then be forwarded up to the control path and evaluated to 
determine the packet's multicast source and/or group. After 
the state (s) are determined, the forwarding decision for the 
5 known states can be changed to "no more forwarding" for ports 
that need not receive data destined for the multicast group, 
e.g., ports not leading to members of the multicast group. 

Other advantages and features will become apparent from 
the following description and from the claims. 

10 DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a network configuration. 

FIG. 2 is a flowchart showing a process of multicasting 

data . 

FIG. 3 is block diagram of a switch. 

rg 

i s fl 15 FIG. 4 is an expanded block diagram of the switch in FIG. 

3 3 - 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of a short path tree. 
j,£ FIGS. 6-7 are expanded block diagrams of the short path 

H tree of FIG. 5. 

;:i 20 DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Referring to FIG. 1, a network configuration 100 includes 
a router 102, e.g., a big fast router (BFR) , i.e., switching 
router or switch router, that can route packets between a 
network 106 such as the Internet and network elements such as 
25 clients 104a-N. Clients 104a-c are directly accessible from 
the router 102, whereas clients 104 (N-l), 104N are accessible 
to the router 102 via another router 108. The shaded clients 
104a-b are members of a multicast group that can receive 
multicast packets from a server 110. When the server 110 
30 sends a multicast packet (hereinafter "the packet") to the 
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network 106 and the packet reaches the router 102, the router 
102 determines whether and where to forward the packet. The 
router 102 includes routing lookup capabilities enabling the 
router 102 to examine multicast packets, look up the packet's 
5 routing information in the router's routing table (s) , and 
appropriately route or drop the packet using one or more 
routing protocols. If the router 102 determines that the 
packet should be forwarded to one or more destinations 
"behind" the router 102, the router 102 sends the packet (or a 

10 copy of the packet) to the appropriate link or links 112a-M 
(wires, cables, etc.). 

The router 102 can minimize data loss and buffer resource 
utilization in the control path by installing default states. 
:J3 In packet forwarding, the router 102 uses a data path and a 

15 control path. The data path's functions include making a 

fs~s? 

forwarding decision, sending the packet over a fabric included 

□ in the router 102 to the appropriate port included in the 
' z y' router 102, and maintaining the packet in line behind more 

urgent packets, e.g., buffering packets and ensuring quality 
U 20 of service (QoS) . The control path's functions include 

implementing the routing protocols used by the router 102. 

□ The control path includes elements to implement policies, 
algorithms, mechanisms, and signaling protocols to manage 
internal data and control circuits, extract routing and 

25 protocol information from the packet and convey that 

information to control the data path, collect data path 
information such as traffic statistics, and handle some 
control messages. 

The default states indicate routing information for 
30 multicast data. The routing information includes a 

source-group pair, generally expressed as (source, group) or 
as (S,G) . The source parameter indicates the source 
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transmitting the multicast data. The group parameter 
indicates members of the multicast group to receive the 
multicast data. A default source-group pair can be expressed 
as (*,*). The asterisks are wild cards and represent states 
5 not known to the router 102. 

Referring to FIG. 2, a process 200 to route multicast 
data is shown. Each group of multicast data received 202 by 
the router 102 can include one or more multicast packets from 
the same source and to the same multicast group. The router 

10 102 determines 204 the state of the data. If the router 102 
recognizes the state of the data from the state information 
itself, i.e., the state is known, then the router 102 verifies 
206 that the data came in to the router 102 at the correct 
interface. The state information includes incoming and 

15 outgoing interfaces for the data, and the router 102 simply 
verifies that the data was received at the proper incoming 
interface. If the route is not verified, then the data did 
not arrived from the proper interface and the router 102 drops 
208 the data without forwarding it to other ports (the ports 

20 other than the port the data arrived at) . If verified, the 
router 102 multicasts 210 the data as is known to the router 
per the router's usual routing techniques, e.g., routing 
tables . 

If the router 102 does not recognize the state of the 
25 data, the router uses a default state for the data. At the 
data path, the router 102 performs 212 a reverse path 
forwarding (RPF) check with MBGP (or other protocol as 
discussed above) . This performance verifies that the data 
came in to the router 102 at the correct interface. The 
30 performance also broadcasts the data to all of the router's 

interfaces (ports or slots) except the interface that the data 
came from (the slot leading back to the source) per any RPF 



Attorney Docket : 10360/075001/12335BA 



technique. In this way, the data is put in the queue for 
transmission at each of these interfaces because the router 
does not know the routing information for the data. A packet 
included in the data is forwarded up 214 and evaluated to 
5 determine the multicast group of the data. Paths are trimmed 
216 to interfaces that do not need to receive data addressed 
to this multicast group. 

Referring to FIG. 3, an implementation 300 of the router 
102 includes a central controller (CPR) 302, a fabric 304, and 

10 line cards 306a-X. The CPR 302 acts as the data path. The 
fabric 304 includes architecture used by the router 102 to 
redirect data entering the router 102 at one line card 306 to 
one or more other line cards 306a-X. 

The line cards 306a-X are the router's interfaces or 

15 ports. The router 102 can include any number (X) of line 

cards that plug into or otherwise connect with the router 102. 
As shown in FIG. 1, the router 102 has at least (M+l) line 
cards, one line card for each link 112a-M and one line card 
for the link to the network 106. The number of line cards may 

20 be limited by the number of plug-ins that the router 102 can 

support. Each line card 306a-X is connected to the fabric 304 
through a direct point-to-point connection link 308. 

Referring to FIG. 4, an implementation 400 shows the 
implementation 300 of FIG. 3 in more detail. (Only one line 

25 card 306 is shown for simplicity.) Data can be multicast 
through the implementation 400 as described below. 

Multicast data (assumed here for simplicity to be one 
packet) arrives at the router 102 through the line card 306 at 
a physical interface 402. The data passes through the 

30 physical interface 402 to an ingress forwarding module 404, a 
route switch processor (RSP) . An RSP has routing lookup 
functions implemented with software and/or a processor and/or 
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application specific integrated circuits (ASICs ) that enable 
the RSP to inspect incoming packets and support routing 
protocols. A coprocessor system 408 manages the processing 
functions of the line card 306; the coprocessor system 408 is 
5 not responsible for data forwarding. Functions of the ingress 
forwarding module 404 include examining the packet's header 
information to determine which other line cards 306, if any, 
to route the packet to and looking up the address of those 
line cards 306. The ingress forwarding module 404 also 

10 includes one or more multicast routing tables that allow the 
ingress forwarding module 404 to perform a RPF check on the 
data and verify that the data came from the correct interface. 
The data is multicast from the line card 306 to the other line 
cards 306 (see FIG. 3) through the fabric 304. An egress 

15 forwarding module 406 in each line card receives the data and 
controls the movement of the data from its associated line 
card 306. The routing information for the data is stored as a 
wild card at each of the line cards 306a-X, e.g., as a (*,*) 
source-group pair. The ingress forwarding module 404 forwards 

20 up one of the packets included in the data, which may include 
one or more data packets, to the CPR 302 (at a routing 
protocol messaging subsystem 410) through the fabric 304. 

The CPR 302 acts as the data path and evaluates the 
packet to determine the packet's multicast group. This 

25 evaluation also determines the multicast group of the data as 
all packets included in the data are assumed to be routed from 
the same source to the same group, i.e., have the same 
source-group pair. A multicast routing protocol 412, e.g., 
PIM-DM, DVMRP, and MOSPF, examines the protocol's appropriate 

30 routing table (s) to determine where to route the packet. The 
multicast routing protocol 412 sends the parts of the routing 
table that indicated how to route the packet to a multicast 
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table manager 414. The multicast table manager 414 copies 
(mirrors) these parts of the routing table in the control 
path, so the forwarding state for the packet is saved at the 
multicast table manager- 414. The multicast table manager 414 
5 sends the routing information to a forwarding table preparing 
system 416, which is an interface from the control path to the 
data path, e.g., an application program interface (API). From 
the forwarding table preparing system 416, the forwarding 
state (routing information) for the packet travels through the 
10 fabric 304 to the line cards 306. The line cards 306 take the 
data from the forwarding table preparing system 416 and 
install the appropriate routes to memory using the coprocessor 
system 408. Paths to line cards not including members of the 
multicast group are trimmed at the line cards using a network 



^ 15 management subsystem 418. 

't; Referring to FIG. 5, a short path tree 500 illustrates a 

Q partial network configuration 502 (subnetwork 502) . The 

* s subnetwork 502 includes five big fast routers (BFRs) : BFR1 

If 504a, BFR2 504b, BFR3 504c, BFR4 504d, and BFRS 504e. The 

|*I 20 BFRs 504a-e are connected via links Nl-9 506a-i. Examples of 
multicast data that can be sent to the subnetwork 502 include 
Q data having source-group pairs of (S1,G1), (S2,G2), and 

(S3,G3) . Note that members of G2 (group two) can be contacted 
through link N5 506e via BFR3 504c and through link N3 506c 
25 via BFR2 504b. Also note that members of Gl (group one) and 
G2 can be contacted via BFR4 504d and BFRS 504e. Members of 
G3 (group three) are not noted in the short path tree 500, 
indicating that the BFRs 504a-e in the subnetwork 502 do not 
recognize that group and would use wild cards in routing data 
30 to G3. 

Referring to FIG. 6, multicast data (S1,G1) is sent to 
the subnetwork 502 at the BFR1 504a. The data should be 
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multicast through the subnetwork 502 towards the members of Gl 
"behind" the BFR4 504d and the BFR5 504e. The BFR1 504a 
multicasts the data on its two links Nl 506a and N2 506b to, 
respectively, the BRF2 504b and the BFR3 504c. Multicast 
5 routing in accordance with the description above is described 
below with reference to the BFR2 504b. 

An internal view of the BFR2 504b is shown that includes 
slots 608a-e. The slots 608a-e are the interfaces (ports or 
line cards) that connect the BFR2 504b with the links Nl 506a, 
10 N3 506c, N4 506d, N6 506f, and N7 506g. The BFR2 504b 

includes other elements, such as a fabric and a CPR, that are 
not shown for simplicity. 

The data from the BFR1 504a is multicast over the link Nl 

i — : 

up 506a and arrives at the slotl 608a in the BFR2 504b. The data 

15 is evaluated per the process described above (see FIGS. 2-4 
and accompanying description) . The BFR2 504b uses the most 
specific state that it receives from the BFR1 504a. States 
from least specific to most specific are: 
a) (*,*) 

20 b) (*, [known group, e.g., G2]) 

c) ([known source, e.g., S2] , [known group]). 
Because the BFR2 504b did not receive the (S1,G1) state 
information for the data from the BFR1 504a, the slotl 608a 
considers the data as having a default state (*,*). 
25 Similarly, if the BFR2 504b had received a (S3,G3) state for 

the data across the link Nl 506a, the BFR2 would not recognize 
that state and would use a default (*,*) state for the data. 
Not knowing the state of the data, the BFR2 504a performs an 
RPF check with MBGP. Once verifying that the data arrived at 
30 the correct interface and determining that the data's (S1,G1) 
state at the CPR, the data can be multicast to the proper 
slots 608. The slotl 608a multicasts the data to the slot3 
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608c and the slot4 608d. The data is not multicast to the 
slot2 608b or the slots 608e because there are no Gl members 
located beyond either of those slots 608b, e. The data is 
multicast through the BFR4 504d and the BFR5 504e. 
5 Referring to FIG. 7, another example of multicasting data 

through the subnetwork 502 is shown. Multicast data (S1,G1) 
is sent to the subnetwork 502 at the BFR1 504a. As in FIG. 6, 
the BFR1 504a multicasts the data to the BFR2 504b. Unlike 
the scenario in FIG. 6, however, the state of the data is 
10 known to be (S1,G1), so it is known that the data arrived at 
the correct interface. Thus, the BFR2 504b does not perform 
the RPF check. In this way, the data path of the BFR2 504b is 
_ involved with the multicasting, but the control path of the 

up BFR2 504b is not. If the data does reach the control path for 

15 any reason, the control path can delete the data. The data is 
4j multicast from the slotl 608a to only the slot3 608c. The 

Q data is not multicast to the slot2 608b or the slots 608e 

'; rs because no Gl members reside behind those slots 608b, e. The 

i;f data is not multicast to the slot4 608d as in FIG. 6 because 

U 20 the state of the data is known and, therefore, the BFR5 504e 
already received the data from the BFR3 504c, which received 
□ the data from the BFR1 504a. (The BFR2 504b knows that the 

BFR5 504e considers the BFR3 504c and the link N9 506i as the 
BFRS's parent for Gl and would discard any data sent to it on 
25 the link N7 506g by the BFR2 504b.) 

A number of embodiments of the invention have been 
described. Nevertheless, it will be understood that various 
modifications may be made without departing from the spirit 
and scope of the invention. Accordingly, other aspects, 
30 advantages, and modifications are within the scope of the 
following claims. 
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